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Today's gospel text is one of the more memorable in all of the gospel accounts. The 
question Peter is asked by Jesus, “Who do you say that I am?” is essential to the gospel, 
and is found in Matthew and Mark's accounts as well. The question, as well as the 
answer Peter gives “You are the Christ of God” is essential not only to the gospel but 
also to any of us who choose to follow Jesus. At some point in our faith journey we must 
deal with this question. And hopefully our answer is very similar to Peter's, “You are the 
Christ of God”. Every Christian must acknowledge that Jesus is the Son of God and that 
he was sent to us by God for our salvation.  
 
I found two helpful insights as I was preparing today's homily. They were helpful in the 
sense it is sometimes difficult to see new things about old and very familiar texts of the 
gospel.  
 
One insight is that you and I do not hear and answer today's gospel question from the 
same vantage point that Peter did. Most probably we hear and answer the question 
having already accepted that Jesus is God, that he is divine. We start from believing the 
doctrine of the Incarnation, i.e., that Jesus is God's Son, born on earth through the Virgin 
Mary. That is not at all the starting point of Peter. Peter answers the question the way he 
did, (You are the Christ of God) not because he knew about Mary, or even about Jesus 
being sent by God. Rather Peter hears the question and then responds in the words he 
used because of what he had experienced of Jesus. Based solely on what he had heard 
and seen of Jesus, Peter was led to the conviction that who he was seeing and what he 
was hearing could only be 'of God'. Based completely on his experience of Jesus, Peter 
became convinced that Jesus was truly God in human form. And it is this process of 
moving from his daily encounters with Jesus to the conviction that this man in front of 
him, this man with whom he was traveling day after day, was truly God that gives such 
depth to Peter's answer: You are the Christ of God. Peter's answer was not a 'text-book 
answer'. Peter had not been taught, nor had he heard from others, that Jesus was God. 
Rather Peter arrived at his answer based completely on his experience of Jesus. From 
everything he was seeing and hearing from Jesus, this could only be the Christ, the one 
whom God had promised to send. Peter's words of belief in Jesus came from his gut, not 
from what someone else thought or told him. Peter just knew it from within himself.  
That is why his answer is so profound and so important. It is the difference between 
someone telling you the stove is hot, and you knowing the stove is hot because you got 
too close to it at one point. When Peter said, “You are the Christ of God”, it was from 
his individual experience and encounter with Jesus Himself. You and I need to have that 
same encounter, and get that same experience!  
 



The other helpful insight was one offered by theologian Luke Timothy Johnson. He 
suggests that there is a second life-altering question beyond the first one, Who do you 
say that I am? After we have dealt with that question Johnson suggests that we also deal 
with the question “Do you think Jesus is dead or alive?” Johnson's thinking goes as 
follows: 
 
If Jesus is dead for us, then he was just a fine man who once walked this earth, but is 
now relegated to the distant past. Historically, little can be known with any certainty 
about Jesus except for the few references by some Roman and Jewish writers that he 
was executed during the governorship of Pontius Pilate. Like with others who are dead, 
any words and actions of Jesus are just happy memories. Moreover, we should expect no 
further words and no new actions. What Jesus has said and done is in the realm of 
history. 
 
However, if we say that Jesus is alive, then we can expect his deeds and words to 
continue. Those who believe Jesus is alive hear his words in the cry of the poor, and 
genuinely offer Jesus food and drink when they feed the hungry and give drink to the 
thirsty. For those who believe that Jesus is alive, Jesus continues to live in the Word that 
proclaims him, and in the Sacraments that celebrate him. And, Jesus is alive and present 
in every one of us in whom His Spirit abides. Jesus lives and is present whenever and 
wherever two or three gather in his name. For Peter and the other early followers, Jesus' 
death and resurrection to glory was not the last chapter in a compelling story but only  
the beginning of a living, breathing narrative of words and works that continues to be 
told.  
 
Once again, we may sort of believe these things, but until we encounter and really 
experience Jesus, these beliefs will not really be ours. They will not flow out of us as 
they did from Peter. Until I see Jesus in the person who makes my life at work difficult, 
or in the person I consider to be the neighborhood pest and nag, I will keep Jesus as 
merely a nice memory. I may accept that he did say some pretty amazing things, but I 
will think of it as all in the past. I won't recognize Jesus as present and alive next to and 
even within me here and now. And, I won't really believe that Jesus was pierced for me 
until I recognize that the homeless person and the newest immigrant are also likewise 
pierced and suffering. In faith we are all children of God.  
 
Only when I get to that point will my answer be equal to that of Peter. “You are the 
Christ of God”. Pray that we may be able to say it from the same vantage point as Peter. 
May we say it form our gut, and not merely because we read it in a book, or because of 
what someone else thinks and says. Jesus needs to be more than a happy memory  …. 
He needs to be standing with and among us as Savior, the real Christ of God.  


